iui iuui tu u utuu.i uuui i, ni. uui.0 iii.

NUGGETS OF HISTORY
VOLUME 40 DECEMBER 2002 NUMBER 4

HEAVEN'S RAKE
By Peggy Dahlberg Jensen
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In the news media of the time, Jacob Schweinfurth was
often portrayed with the devil standing behind him.

FROM THE EDITOR'S DESK
A century ago the name of George Jacob Schweinfurth was well known in
Rockford. Hailed as the messiah by his followers and denounced as a
demon by the public, the cult leader made his mark on Victorian Rockford.
The article was written by Peggy Jensen and originally appeared in
Rockford Magazine in February 1989. It is reprinted by permission.
Copyright 1989 by Marguerite D. Jensen. Peggy is a freelance writer and
the former Editor of the Nuggets of History. She was also a Contributing
Editor to Rockford Magazine.

WE NEED YOUR CONTRIBUTIONS!
If you have a subject that you have researched, or an idea for an article
that you would like to pursue, give me a call. I would like to encourage
original research into some aspects of local history that have not been
adequately pursued. I can be reached at 968-5055.

Thomas Powers, Editor

Rockford Historical Society Annual Meeting
The RHS Annual meeting is coming up on Sunday, March 9, 2003 at
Midway Village and Museum Center. The speaker will be Mark Culhane,
Rock Valley College Speech Teacher and Rockford native. He will portray
President Theodore Roosevelt. This will also serve as a centennial
celebration of the Memorial Hall Dedication in 1903, presided over by the
President.
You are invited and encouraged to come dressed as Rockford people of
1903 if you would like.
The gathering time will be 4:15 and dinner will be served at 5:00. The
cost is $15.00 per person for dinner. Please call 963-6019 for more
information or reservations.

HEAVEN'S RAKE
By Peggy Dahlberg Jensen
In early August 1890,
hundreds of carriages and
wagons filled with the curious
traveled five miles southwest
to a place called "Heaven" on
Weldon Road. News that a
marriage license had been
issued to cult leader George
Jacob Schweinfurth (who did
not advocate marriage) and his
pregnant "angel" Mary Weldon
fueled rumors. Staid
Victorians expected to witness
a wedding and to see a
tableaux performed by young
women wearing flesh-colored
tights-a titillating experience
in an era when an exposed
ankle seemed risque. Instead,
they listened to a lengthy
dissertation supporting the
cult concept of immaculate
conception.
For eight years, the
community and Schweinfurth
had been at odds over
activities at the Weldon Road
farm, especially the stories
Schweinfurth told regarding
the responsibility of the Holy
Ghost
for
conceiving
illegitimate children. As
punishment for the city's
scornful attitude toward him,
"Colonel Jake" claimed that he
instigated a cloudburst that

led to a devastating flash flood
in Rockford on June 13, 1890.
While
detractors
denounced him as Satan,
Jacob Schweinfurth's disciples
hailed him as Messiah. In
1892, the Chicago Daily
Tribune reported a welcome
party for his Lordship where
the prettiest damsels carpeted
the road for a mile with
flowers. The heavenly host
met him two miles from the
house, unhitched the horses
and towed his carriage to the
abode. Amidst cheers from
the throng, Old Deacon
Weldon placed a gilt paper
crown over Schweinfurth's
pompadour and shouted, "Hail
thou mighty King, thou the
Almighty God."
Between 1877 and 1900,
Schweinfurth first acted as
second in command of a
Midwest cult based in Byron
and then as successor to the
founding leader. Of less than
average height, Schweinfurth
nevertheless
commanded
attention by his uncanny
resemblance to traditional
pictures of Christ, including
penetrating brown eyes and a
flowing auburn beard. But an
August 1890 Byron Express
voiced
disappointment.
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Reporters "found him to be not
so intellectual looking. . . nor
were his features so finely
cut.. . but wore withal a very
sensual look." Unlike Christ,
Schweinfurth appeared in
imported suits, patent leather
shoes, square-topped derbies,
and kid gloves.
He seemed to possess a gift of
healing.
Stories circulated
about how, though inducing
mesmerizing sleep, he cured a
six-year-old boy racked with a
high fever, capacious vomiting,
and a great thirst. Another
child, with a paralyzed hip,
woke from mesmerized sleep
able to walk. Sleep treatments
rid a woman of epileptic
seizures. Some credited him
with resurrecting a woman
from death, although the
incident turned out to be a
diabolical scheme perpetrated
by the cult doctor.
Inside reports came from
Mrs. Medora Miller Kinehan, a
Rockford Presbyterian, who
had entered Heaven seeking a
joyful life. But she discovered
that Schweinfurth expected
her to give up her life and soul
to him with no thought, no
will, no aspirations of her own,
living only to execute his will.
Assigned to kitchen duties,
she often worked from 7 a.m.
to 10 p.m. Meals consisted of
vegetables
and
bread.
Disillusioned, she walked

away during a Schweinfurth
absence and gained the
reputation as the first woman
to
desert
Heaven.
Immediately,
reporters
besieged her for information
about "Satan in sheep's
clothing."
She said that
Schweinfurth entered women's
rooms during the day, and
women entered his room at
night. When asked if he had
ever said anything improper to
her, she replied, "No, he.. .had
not won my soul."
Such
sensationalism
created news.
A Rockford
resident registering at an outof-city hotel could expect to be
questioned, even in the middle
of the night, by reporters. The
marriage license story traveled
by Associated Press wires to
newspapers around the globe.
But later, local reporters
admitted that the application
had been forged.
Born of German parents
in Marion County, Ohio, 1853,
Schweinfurth
exhibited
unusual traits early on. As a
child, during church services
he would break into
spontaneous
song
or
testimonies.
He seemed to
possess intuitiveness, being
forewarned of his mother's
death when he was 13. His
early work experiences as farm
hand, book agent, smithy,
general store clerk and teacher
would prove useful later.
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Composition skills honed at
Albion College prepared him
for writing sermons.
He searched for purity
and decided that the
Methodist Church was most
nearly divine. After two terms
of seminary training (although
unordained), he was appointed
a Methodist circuit preacher in
Tuscola County, Michigan.
Apprehensive, he wrote a
friend that "a heavenly
tranquility" sustained him.
The parishioners claimed that
they were unworthy of such a
blessed man. He served only
one year and then accepted an
assignment
at
Alpena,
Michigan.
But his perspective
changed. While disenchanted
with the established church,
he met Dora Fletcher
Beekman, founder of the
Beekmanites, who claimed to
be the manifestation of the
Second Coming of Christ.
Midnight voices and angelic
lights led her to "perfection."
People who joined one of the
seven churches she founded
(including one at Alpena and
one in Byron), believed she
had received the sinless spirit
of God. In 1877, Schweinfurth
left the Methodists and joined
the Beekmanites.
Mrs. Beekman died in
1882, and to her followers'
dismay, did not rise on the
third day as expected.

Supposedly she nominated
Schweinfurth to succeed her
as leader.
Meanwhile, the Weldon
family-Spencer, his five sons
and a daughter Mary-had
embraced the faith.
(Mrs.
Weldon had died earlier.)
Weldon deeded his 500-acre
farm with its mansion-like
home,
spacious
barns,
carriage houses and sheds to
Schweinfurth. (Later the deed
would be returned to the
Weldon family.) The farm
served as headquarters for the
society, with branches in cities
such as Chicago and Kansas
City.
Schweinfurth enlarged
the home to accommodate up
to 100 persons and furnished
it elegantly. Passersby noticed
the arbor vitae hedge, towering
walnut trees and an
of
flowers
abundance
surrounding the red and white
mansion.
two-story
Schweinfurth stocked the farm
with the finest cattle and
imported horses.
Besides running the farm
to provide for material needs,
activities at Heaven included
Sunday
services.
Schweinfurth preaching for
one or two hours would
threaten to call down
thunderbolts if his followers
slept. Secretaries took notes,
typed the sermons and then
mailed them to the branch
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societies where a leader read
them the following Sunday.
A weekly tableaux:
biblical,
historical
or
Schweinfurthian,
provided
entertainment.
Interwoven
with a dramatic theme,
harpists
and
fiddlers
accompanied dancing girls
garbed in tights and short
dresses. Schweinfurth and his
favorites
would
dine
sumptuously, accompanied by
a steady flow of wine.
Meanwhile, according to the
Tribune, the rest of the poor
devils ate dry bread and
mush."
To promote the cult
theology, Schweinfurth sent
out "apostles", adept at
mesmerization and feigned
humility.
They led double
lives as book agents, traveling
salesmen and distributors of
religious tracts and Bibles.
Dressed in black suits and
hats, they made daytime sales
calls in homes and then
returned in the evening "to
exchange views of a religious
nature." They targeted
attractive young women and
idealists who would support
the cause financially. Never
accused of abduction, the
apostles nevertheless delivered
mesmerized young women to
Schweinfurth.
Converts expected that
after abandoning the world's
follies, they would lead a pure

and holy life near the Lord.
But to reach the so-called
"divine
plane"
(attaining
absolute purity of heart and
life without sin and being
incapable of wrongdoing)
required
cultivation.
Newcomers started at the
bottom of the "ladder of grace"
and worked their way upward.
Physically attractive young
women made the most rapid
progress.
Upon arrival, converts
would relinquish personal
possessions.
Schweinfurth
received second-hand reports
of male arrivals. The men
were to tend livestock, raise
crops, and engage in carpentry
and other construction. They
ate and lived separately from
the women in keeping with
cult teaching that married
people
should
practice
continence and the unmarried,
chastity.
But Schweinfurth would
meet women arrivals to look
them over and to assign a
communal
first
name.
Schweinfurth assigned women
who'd reached his divine plane
to indoctrinate new women
according to his "scripture."
Meanwhile, women labored
long hours in kitchens, sewing
and school rooms, or in
"service" to the Lord-in his
room, their rooms or his
special kitchen.
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As the women progressed
toward the divine plane, they
moved into more spacious and
luxurious
rooms
near
Schweinfurth's. Those who
accepted his concept of
immaculate conception and
passed the Garden of Eden
test-a night spent in his room
in nudity without a sense of
wrong-doing, reached the
favored status of "Angels."
Angels believed that the
highest privilege accorded to
them on earth would be to
bear children of the Holy
Ghost. The other disciples
also believed that, even though
these children bore striking
resemblance to the red-haired
Schweinfurth. A disciple told
a news reporter, "I believe that
Mary Weldon is as pure as
gold and true as steel. It is
this perfect purity that invests
her with the right to conceive
of
the
Holy
Ghost."
Schweinfurth
publicly
identified Mary Weldon's child
Myrtle, and Mrs. Aurora
Tuttle's children, Ariel and
Geraldine, as children of
immaculate conception.
Believing
the
unbelievable, acquiescing to
bizarre behavior and complete
loyalty
to
the
leader
characterize cults. Journalist
Alex McCleneghan published a
fictionalized
account
of
Schweinfurth's cult in 1894,

entitled Six Years in Heaven.
Perhaps McCleneghan himself
is Hatfield, the novel's
journalist, who interviewed
former members, searched for
documented evidence and
rescued one of the angels.
Frank C. Lauder, author of the
introduction (dated December
20, 1893) hoped that the book
would restrain readers from
"plunging into iniquitous Hell."
He voiced regret that
Schweinfurth's establishment
"should be permitted to
flourish and abide, scornful of
law and popular indignation,
in the shadow of a city of
churches."
The community had tried
to get rid of the "arrant knave"
in 1890. Incensed by
blasphemy and embarrassed
by news coverage, Rockford
citizens demanded action.
Mrs. Kinehan's revelations and
a published manifesto fired
the activists. The manifesto,
signed by dozens of followers,
seemed to admit the presence
of illegitimate children and to
give
credence
to
Schweinfurth's paternity.
The signers attested to
the cult's "purity of heart and
life," and denied any "legal or
moral wrongdoing." Further
these disciples averred that
the Holy Spirit had blessed
some of the angels in precisely
the same manner as he had
the Virgin Mary.

Incensed
citizens
advocated a "tar and feather"
party. Moderates believed less
publicity would decrease the
chances of reaching additional
converts. Others, like Samuel
Conde, Mrs. Kinehan's pastor,
organized
community
meetings.
Denouncing
Schweinfurth as "the devil. . . in
the garb of an angel of light,"
Conde attributed the magnetic
power in Schweinfurth's eyes
as the means by which he
forced women to perform
bizarre acts. Conde's
committee
to
confront
Schweinfurth never acted.
But the situation warranted a
grand jury investigation.
Earlier, States Attorney
Charles A. Works said in the
August 8, 1890 Rockford Daily
Gazette, "I can see no way
that Schweinfurth can be
brought within the criminal
code." He based his opinion
upon the fact that no law
existed prohibiting someone
from proclaiming Messiahship.
Further,
the
children's
mothers would not prosecute.
And adherents would swear
nothing immoral happened.
Besides, Mrs. Kinehan's vague
evidence could not prove either
"a state of adultery" or
"keeping a disorderly house."
A newspaper columnist,
The Bystander (Daily Gazette,
August 11, 1890), expressed
this opinion:
"If there are

children born of the Holy
Ghost, then the defendant
should be promptly acquitted."
But if "there exists a nest of
lecherous creatures indulging
in shameless acts so that in
fact 'tis little less than a
harem, then it were time its
sultan were deposed." The
columnist went on to say that
if the public has become so
impotent "as to allow a hell to
exist under the brazen
assumption that it is a heaven,
it is time it should be known."
As predicted, the grand
jury could find no proof for
criminal prosecution. Lucien
Williams, the jury foreman,
signed a statement (which
concluded that the jury found
no proof for criminal
prosecution,
with
the
exception of the birth of one
illegitimate child. The child's
paternity could not be
ascertained except for a claim
by the mother, Mary Weldon.)
With
that
decision,
Schweinfurth's
newsworthiness
dwindled
except for another lawsuit over
dispensation of Mrs. Kinehan's
personal property or an
occasional
reference
to
Schweinfurth's visit to town.
Meanwhile he had
tempered his revolutionary
views.
Instead of lack of
respect for marriage, he placed
it as "the most nearly heavenly
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thing on earth" and in 1895,
he married Mrs. Tuttle.
Sometime in 1899 or
1900 Schweinfurth stepped
down as head of his Church
Triumphant and dissolved the
societies. He recommended
that his disciples turn to the
teachings of Mary Baker Eddy,
founder of the Christian
Science movement. He himself
approved of the tenets of
Christian Science.

At 47 years of age,
Schweinfurth
and
his
immediate family moved into
Rockford. He sold real estate
and helped to organize the
Square Deal Mining Company
in which he sold stock. He
later moved to Chicago where
he died of Typhoid fever, July
20, 1910. The press took little
notice of the once-notorious
man. Two months elapsed
before the news reached
Rockford.

TIMES HAVE CHANGED!
In the Code of Ordinances of the City of Rockford published in
1903, the City Council found it necessary to mention automobiles
once. The following paragraph is taken from Chapter V. Section 3.
Hereafter no bicycle shall be ridden or used on any street, alley
or other thoroughfare in the said city at speed greater than ten
(10) miles an hour, and no automobile or like vehicle shall be
driven or used on any such street, alley or thoroughfare in said
city at a speed greater than eight (8) miles per hour.
Every person violating any provision of the two preceding
sections shall, upon conviction be subject to a penalty of not less
than three dollars and not more than fifty dollars for each and
every offense.
Think about that the next time you are trying to stay under 45 mph
on Perryville Road!
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A Tribute to Hazel Hyde
By Robert H. Borden
On Thursday, July 4th, at Wesley Willows Health Care Center, the
Rockford Historical Society lost one of its most valuable members.
Although Hazel Mortimer Hyde was no longer Associate Editor of
"Nuggets", she had continued to write an occasional article until
fairly recently. For many years as associated editor she had written
many interesting articles and had been responsible for articles
written by many of her friends and students.
Born at Dennis, Labette County, Kansas, on May 29, 1908, Hazel
had reached the age of ninety-four. The daughter of Wilson S. and
Ida M. (Powell) Mortimer, she received her Bachelor's degree from
Kansas State College, and was a teacher at Cherryville, Kansas,
from 1928 until 1936. She then came to Rockford and taught at
Montague School here until Washington Junior High opened in
1940. She earned her Master's Degree at Northwestern University,
and was head of the Social Studies Department at Washington
until she retired in 1968. She also taught U. S. History for a few
years during the summer session at Rockford College.
When the Rockford Historical Society was organized in 1962, Hazel
was present at both organizational meetings, on March 6th and
March 25th 1962, and she became a charter member and later a life
member. When the first officers and directors were elected on April
29, Hazel was elected as a director for a three-year term. At a
board meeting on October 2, 1963, the directors decided to publish
a journal, to be published every other month. W. Ashton Johnson
was appointed as editor, but no title was given; Mr. Johnson gave
the name "Nuggets of History" to the publication. A few years later
"Nuggets", as we usually call it, was made a quarterly, and has
continued as such. Hazel Mortimer Hyde has written many articles
throughout the years.
Hazel married Harold B. Hyde on June 20, 1964, and they lived for
many years at 1518 Comanche Drive. Hazel and Harold traveled
extensively throughout the United States and Europe. They had
season tickets to the Lyric Opera in Chicago and the Metropolitan
Opera Guild. A long-time member of Court Street United Methodist
Church, Hazel was a member of the Wesleyen Service Guild, the
8

Rosecrance Guild, and a member of the church choir for twentyfive years.
Readers wishing to know more about Hazel can find three articles
about her in the Rockfordiana File at the Main Library on North
Wyman Street and in her obituary this past July.
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